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“Like all good memoirs it has not
been emasculated by
considerations of good taste.”
That was Peter Medawar’s verdict
on The Double Helix, Jim Watson’s
ebullient succès de scandale.
Watson’s exuberant style, let it be
said right away, is not Maurice
Wilkins’s. He and Francis Crick
were outraged by Watson’s
account — now a modern classic,
at number seven in the American
Modern Library’s roll of the most
important books of the twentieth
century — and tried their best to
prevent its publication. In 1989
Crick came out with his own
reflections, and, in between and
subsequently, the story of DNA
has been told and retold by
historians, by journalists and by
scientists in books and articles
without number. Rosalind Franklin,
Wilkins’s uncongenial colleague at
King’s College in London, was
increasingly depicted, especially
by a strident galère of rampant
feminists, as the tragic (for she
died at the age of 37) and wronged
heroine, traduced and shamelessly
robbed of credit for her work on
DNA. The chief villain, according to
a deplorable biography by Anne
Sayre, a novelist and friend of
Rosalind Franklin’s, was Maurice
Wilkins and it has taken Brenda
Maddox’s luminous life of Franklin
(The Dark Lady of DNA) to restore
some balance.
Throughout all the uproar
Maurice Wilkins has kept his
peace, and only now, in his mid-
eighties, has he set down his own
story. Francis Crick has related that
when searching for a job after the
Second World War, he consulted
the physicist Harrie Massey for
advice. Massey suggested a visit
to Wilkins, then already ensconced
at King’s. As Crick recalls, “Massey
smiled to himself as he said this,
and I sensed that Maurice was in
some way unusual”. Crick did not
in the event find him so, and thus
began an enduring friendship. Yet
Wilkins is an unusual man, and he
emerges in his book as reticent,
vacillating, shrinking always from
confrontation and baffled by the
deviousness of others. His honesty
and guileless transparency made
him an ineffectual predator in the
jungle of academic politics, but
won him the trust and loyalty of his
students and associates.
Wilkins sprang from
nonconformist, Unitarian stock,
and the austere Victorian moral
principles that this background
imposed marked him for life. He
writes pleasantly of his happy and
secure childhood in New Zealand
and later in Dublin, London and
Birmingham. By the time he was
twelve he was building apparatus
in his home workshop. A
clergyman taught him to grind
telescope lenses and the local
blacksmith helped make the
mounting for the instrument.
Wilkins inevitably read physics in
Cambridge, and like many of his
generation, was drawn towards
biology by Erwin Schrödinger’s
book, What is Life? His first serious
disappointment was his indifferent
degree and failure to find a position
in a laboratory in Cambridge.
Searching despondently for jobs,
he suddenly remembered that his
undergraduate supervisor in
Cambridge, M.L. Oliphant, now
occupied the chair of physics at
Birmingham University. Wilkins
went to see him and was directed
to a newly appointed lecturer by
the name of John Randall. So
began a close but never easy
relationship that was to last for 40
years. Wilkins got his PhD in quick
time, having had his first clash with
Randall, over the authorship of a
publication.
Came the war, and Oliphant’s
laboratory was directed to work on
radar. It was there that Randall and
Boot constructed the cavity
magnetron, which more than any
other invention helped to win the
war. Wilkins, however, was
shipped off to E.O. Lawrence’s
cyclotron laboratory in California to
play his small part in the
Manhattan Project. Returning, he
rejoined Randall, then already
professor of physics at St
Andrew’s University, and began a
rather forlorn search for a research
project with a biological thrust. His
colleagues in the biology
departments were of little help:
when he asked the Professor of
Botany what the size was of a
nucleolus, he received the answer,
“as big as a full-moon”. But it was
not long before Randall was
appointed to the Wheatstone Chair
of Physics at King’s College and
Wilkins was glad to come south.
Randall deployed his formidable
political talents to gather in funds
on an unheard-of scale for the
establishment of a biophysics unit
in the subterranean caverns by the
Thames. So successful was he,
indeed, that the academic
administrators took fright at such
hubris, and the College Principal
secretly (and unsuccessfully)
begged the Medical Research
Council to restrict Randall’s
funding. Yet Randall’s judgement
was far from infallible. Wilkins had
been impressed by Crick, and
urged Randall to offer him a
position in the department, but the
professor would have none of it, for
Crick, he thought, talked too much.
After a period of rather
humdrum labour on microscopy of
cells, Wilkins at last found what he
wanted: Avery had proved that
DNA was the genetic material, and
Wilkins resolved to study its
structure. Soon he had made
fibres and had begun to take X-ray
diffraction photographs. Then he
had a stroke of luck: he attended
a lecture at which Rudolf Signer
from Berne spoke about DNA, and
handed out samples of his
preparations, which were far less
degraded than any that had been
seen before. Signer’s DNA, in the
hands of Wilkins and his student,
Raymond Gosling, produced X-ray
diffraction pictures of startling
quality, with well-resolved spots.
The gene, Wilkins noted, was
crystalline (as Schrödinger had
prefigured).
But fate was already slipping the
lead into the boxing glove. At this
moment of high optimism Randall
received an inquiry from a young
physical chemist, with experience
in X-ray diffraction of carbons. He
suggested to Rosalind Franklin, for
it was she, a feeble project
involving X-ray scattering from
protein solutions, but Wilkins
pressed him to invite her instead
to join in the work on DNA. Randall
acquiesced with unaccustomed
alacrity, and Wilkins eagerly
awaited the arrival of a new
colleague to share his labours and
his enthusiasm. But Randall, for
whatever Machiavellian reasons,
wrote surreptitiously to Rosalind
Franklin that Wilkins would be
abandoning his work on DNA, and
she would have the project to
herself, with the assistance of the
very capable Gosling. And so the
mischief was done. What had
motivated the malign act? Wilkins
believes that Randall had in mind
to appropriate the DNA project —
a plausible conjecture, for his own
research at King’s had been
notably devoid of glamour.
Almost from the outset Rosalind
Franklin’s hostility to Wilkins, and
to most others in her path at
King’s, began to show itself. As
Wilkins left the hall after delivering
a well-received lecture on his X-
ray diffraction results at a meeting
in Cambridge, she approached
and brusquely instructed him to
“go back to your microscopes”
(as of course Randall had assured
her he was about to do). Wilkins
was stunned. He had never been
addressed in this manner by a
colleague. A more resolute man
would have had it out with her,
but such, alas, was never
Wilkins’s way. Instead he went to
consult his psychoanalyst, who,
with all the insight of his calling,
suggested a more emollient
strategy: Wilkins should take his
refractory colleague out to dinner
and so break down the barrier of
animosity that had built up
between them. The result was a
moment of high comedy. Wilkins
chose a warm afternoon for his
peace overture. He found
Rosalind sitting on the floor in a
labcoat, wiring an X-ray tube:
“The work must have been hard,
for she was sweating in the heat,
but she did not seem to mind the
very close atmosphere in the lab. In
those days before deodorants we
were all used to smelling rather
bad after some physical exertion,
but in the stifling lab I found myself
quite unable to imagine sitting
down to dinner with Rosalind that
day……. I could no longer face the
challenge of a sociable evening
with her. I seemed to forget that
our dinner was meant to be the
means to a very worthwhile end:
that of developing a better
relationship about our research.
Instead, I drifted away.”
Franklin’s work began to make
good progress, and she soon
discovered a new form of DNA —
the B-form. Wilkins and Alec
Stokes, the department’s
theoretician, had already inferred
that DNA was helical, and Stokes
soon worked out how the
diffraction pattern of a helix should
look. He and Wilkins were thrilled
to see a striking correspondence
between this and Rosalind
Franklin’s new B-DNA picture.
Elated, they hurried to her room to
show her what they had found.
They were greeted not with
pleasure but with fury: “How dare
you interpret my results!” Wilkins
and Stokes retreated in confusion.
So it continued. Rosalind Franklin
resisted any notion that DNA, at
least in the A-form, might be
helical, although her notebooks,
examined after her death, revealed
that she had begun to change her
mind. It seems indeed that by the
time she left for a happier life at
Birkbeck College she was starting
to home in on important features
of the structure.
Wilkins awaited with impatience
her departure and the tranquillity
that would allow him to start
building models — an activity that
Rosalind Franklin had scorned —
but it was of course too late. The
agreement that the DNA problem
was to be left to King’s had been
terminated. Crick and Watson
were let off the leash. By the time
Wilkins had, as he wrote to Crick,
“cleared the decks” for action,
they had the model. Wilkins
admits here for the first time that
he was chagrined, that he had
cherished DNA and felt bereft. His
friends in Cambridge had shot his
fox. Crick offered joint authorship
of the paper in Nature, but Wilkins
honourably, and perhaps foolishly,
declined. Conquering his
frustration and grief, he wrote his
famous letter to Crick in which he
reasserted his deeply held
principle that what mattered was
the science and not who had done
it. Openness and collegiality, he
believed, must transcend all else.
After the Nobel Prize, Wilkins
continued to work on DNA to
confirm the validity of the model.
Some notable work on membrane
structure followed, but as time
went on Wilkins grew increasingly
absorbed by his preoccupations
with the relation between science
and society. He became the
founding president of the British
Society for Social Responsibility
in Science, and a member of the
Pugwash nuclear disarmament
group and his interest in research
appeared to fade totally.
The Double Helix (always with
capitals) broods over Wilkins’s
narrative like a gigantic numen.
Dominant also is the enigmatic
shade of John Randall, a
contradictory figure, who rose from
poverty to a position of power and
influence, which he wielded with
preternatural virtuosity. When his
personal interests were not
engaged, he could be kind and
considerate to his associates, and
he exercised his patronage
conscientiously and generously.
He cared about science, and his
department, unlike most others at
King’s or indeed elsewhere in the
British university system, was full
of women, whose careers he
strove to promote. He was also
often ruthless, devious and
intimidating. “I admired and
respected him”, Wilkins concludes,
“but I can not really say that I
found him very likeable”.
A prolific biographer of another
time called autobiography “an
unrivalled vehicle for telling the
truth about others”; it is by
implication equally useful for
concealing what one does not
want revealed about oneself. As
reticent as he is, Maurice Wilkins
appears to have concealed little
about himself, and we are left with
the image of a decent, often
troubled man and a dedicated
scientist, who has earned his
successes, not least the ultimate
accolade, his Nobel Prize.
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